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THE LAND QUESTION IN ZIMBABWE 
J. D. Jordan*
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The question o f the re d is tr ib u tio n  o f land in  Zimbabwe has been receiving 
increasing a tten tion  during the la s t few years, but many of the suggestions 
made in th is  connection do not provide a sa tis fac to ry  so lu tion to a state o f 
a ffa irs  which a ll  but a few agree exis ts  - namely, tha t the tr ib a l area is  
overpopulated. The reason is  tha t the problem is  defined and referred to as 
a land-use or land d is tr ib u tio n  problem, and tha t discussion o f the re la tive  
merits o f rura l development models is  obscuring the fundamental issue. In 
re a lity  the question is  a population d is tr ib u tio n  problem.
Concern regarding the overpopulation o f the t r ib a l area was f i r s t  expressed 
by Jennings!')  in  1935. By 1962 the position  was regarded as serious (see fo r  
example the annual report of the Secretary fo r  Internal A ffa irs , 1962).
During the period 1962-1977 employment opportunities in  the in d u s tria l sector 
rose only by the equivalent o f 2,2% per annum compared with a natural rate of 
population increase of 3,5% per annum. During th is  period, the ind u s tria l 
sector did not absorb i t s  own population increase le t  alone contribute to a 
lessening o f population in the rura l areas. Added to th is ,  laws tha t retarded 
the movement o f dependents in to  the urban area exaggerated the sexual and age 
imbalance w ith in  the African populations of the various areas. This imbalance 
has been only p a r t ia lly  reduced by the accelerated m igration o f dependents 
which has occurred, as a resu lt o f the war, since 1977.
Apart from R i d d e l l t h e r e  has been no recent attempt to quantify  the 
problem. The purpose o f th is  study is  to attempt to estimate i t s  size and, 
to do th is , land is  treated as one, amongst o ther, a lte rna tive  employment 
opportunities.
The Population D is tribu tion
The primary sources of data are the Census Reports fo r  1962 and 1969, and the 
Monthly Digest o f S ta tis tic s  and i ts  Supplement, published by the Central 
S ta tis tic a l O ffice , in which most o f the relevant figures are related to land 
categories defined in  terms o f le g is la tio n  current a t the time. For the 
purpose of th is  study, 'A frican Rural Area" is  used to include the Purchase 
Lands, the Triba l Trust Lands and the Specially Designated Areas. The term 
" t r ib a l area" is  used generally to mean land occupied under a tr ib a l system 
of tenure and more s p e c if ic a lly , in re la tio n  to data, to mean the Triba l Trust 
Lands. The size of the African Rural Area, defined in  th is  way, was 16,8 m 
hectares in 1962, and 17,7 m hectares in  1969. There have been minor 
varia tions in  the la t te r  figu re  since tha t date.
Data fo r  the urban area is  also confused by varia tions in  the land base. The 
authors o f "Urban Development in  the Main Centres" were concerned only with 
the fourteen largest centres and estimated the urban population in 1977 to be 
1 265 000. The authors o f the "Integrated Plan fo r  Rural Development"(3) 
estimated the urban (non-rural?) population to be 1 524 000 in  1976.
*  Currently employed by C ity o f Salisbury. Previously Provincial Planning 
O ffice r, South Mashonaland; Provincial Training O ffice r, V ic to ria  and 
Midlands; and P rinc ip a l, Domboshawa Training Centre.
130
The terra "Commercial Farming area" is  used fo r  the land area not w ith in  the 
Urban or A frican Rural area; i t  includes National Land but not id e n tif ia b le  
urban centres and mining settlements.
Population d is tr ib u tio n  changes between the two censi are summarised in  
Table I .  Whilst the proportion o f the African population resident in  the 
African Rural area went up between 1962 and 1969, the proportion in  the 
remainder o f the country went down.
1 H U L L  A  •  n i l  1 V C 1 11 < U p U  I Q  I f  lu l l  •  I v U L  Q I I I n I  1 v v  v  f
African Rural Area:
1962
55,1%
1969
62,9%
Urban area: 16,6% 16,4%
Commercial Fanning area: 28,3% 20,7%
100,0% 100,0%
In the Integrated Plan, the proportions in  the three areas in  1976 were 
estimated to be 52,5%; 22,6% and 24,0% respective ly. These estimates are 
open to question because the proportion o f the African population employed in 
commercial farming continuously declined throughout the period. An increase 
in  the proportion liv in g  in  the Commercial Farming area between 1969 and 1976 
is  consequently u n lik e ly . On the other hand, water consumption figures are 
used by the Urban Development report to show tha t the urbanisation rate 
increased during the mid and la te  1970s.
A reasonable estimate o f the proportion o f the African population residing in 
the three areas in  1977 would be 60%, 21% and 19%. This would mean, in  
figu res , 3 864 000 in  the African Rural area; 1 352 000 in  the Urban area and 
1 223 000 in  the Commercial Farming area. in  Table I I ,  estimates o f the non- 
African populations in the d if fe re n t areas have been added -
TABLE I I  : Population by Land Category : 1977^
000's %
African Rural area: 3 868 57,3
Urban area: 1 622 24,0
Commercial Fanning area: 1 259 18,7
6 749 100,0
The Population Imbalance
The migratory labour system and in f lu x  control encouraged the movement o f 
males in  the economically active age-group (17-60) from the African Rural area, 
in p a rticu la r the t r ib a l area, to the Conmercial Farming area and the Urban 
area; while a t the same time th e ir  dependents were encouraged to remain at 
home. By 1969, the dependency ra tio  (the ra tio  o f males in  the economically 
active age-group to dependents) was 1:5,66 in  the African Rural area; whereas 
tha t fo r  Zimbabwean Africans as a whole (excluding a liens) was 1:4,41; and the
ra tio  fo r  Zimbabwean Africans in  the Urban and Commercial Farming areas was 
1:2,50. I f  a l l  the areas had had the same dependency ra tio  684 000 depen­
dents who were l iv in g  in  the African Rural area in  1969 would have been liv in g  
in the Urban or Commercial Farming areas. By 1977 the number o f dependents 
of migrant workers in  the African Rural area had increased to approximately 
907 000.
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The existence o f th is  over-burden o f dependents in  the African Rural area lowers 
per capita income, absorbs output as subsistence, and increases the competition 
fo r available resources (includ ing the land availab le  per land-holder), but 
paradoxically the movement o f these dependents to the Urban or Commercial 
Farming areas could reduce the gross income o f the African Rural area, with a 
consequent lowering o f a g ricu ltu ra l inputs.
S tubbs^ estimated the to ta l number o f land-holders in  the tr ib a l area in 
1976/77 to be 675 000. Of these, approximately 235 000 were women in  the 
17-60 age group who were dependents o f migrant workers. I f  these wives had 
been liv in g  with th e ir  husbands at th e ir  places of work the average area of 
land availab le per land-holder in  the tr ib a l area would have been approximately 
39 hectares instead o f 26.
On the face o f i t ,  the re location o f the dependents would also decrease 
subsistence consumption and improve the level o f investment in  a g ricu ltu re . 
Ignoring possible savings, a peasant economy can be represented -
0 = S + E + T where: 0 = output;
S = subsistence consumption;
E = expenditure on consummatees and 
services; and
T = expenditure on technological inputs.
- however, an expression more descrip tive  of an extended fam ily , p a r t ia lly  
dependent on agricu ltu re  and p a r t ia l ly  dependent on the m igratory labour 
system, would be -
0 + R = S + E + T  where: R = wage income returned to the home.
Figures quoted by Connel e t a l ^  suggest tha t approximately 20% of to ta l wages 
earned by migrants in  Nairobi are remitted to the rura l areas. I f  th is  pro­
portion can be accepted as applicable to th is  country, the re la tionsh ip  between 
gross income, consumption and investment in a g ricu ltu re , in  the African Rural 
areas in  1977 was as follows($m) -
Gross Income Consumption
0 + R
116,2 + 106,0
S + E + 
212,3 +
Source: Supplement : Monthly Digest o f S ta tis tic s
Inputs
T
9,9
Remittances apparently account fo r  almost h a lf the gross income o f the African 
Rural area; but in  the main are sent to the immediate dependents o f the migrant
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wage-earners. I t  would therefore appear that i f  the dependents were relocated 
the amount remitted would be less. Taking the extreme case, remittances would 
cease and gross income would be reduced to $116,2m; while a t the same time 
consumption would reduce (on a per capita basis) to $158,4m (which fig u re  
would be more than the gross income). the competition between consumption 
and inputs fo r  a share o f gross income would be in te n s ifie d  not lessened.
I f ,  however, the proportion o f to ta l earnings rem itted to the rura l areas is  
less than 12%, the removal o f dependents would re s u lt in  an improvement in  
per capita income and less intensive competition between consumption and inputs.
In p ractice , the increase in  the land availab le to other land-holders and the 
e ffe c t o f production taking place on more economically-si zed un its  would even­
tu a lly  re su lt in  an increase in  output to match the loss o f remittances. 
Nevertheless, i t  would be unwise to implement a programne which resulted in  the 
sudden removal o f the m igrants' dependents from the African Rural area; not only 
because o f the possible e ffe c t on the economy o f tha t area, but also because of 
the problems which are already being experienced in  the towns and c it ie s  as a 
re su lt o f the change in  the pattern o f m igration since 1977. These problems 
include a change in  the type o f accommodation required by the m igrant, over­
crowding o f ex is ting  accommodation, and shortages o f social and educational 
fa c i l i t ie s .
The Population Carrying Capacity o f the African Rural Area
Riddell calculated th a t the tr ib a l area could absorb 274 000 land-holders. 
Adding to th is  fig u re  the approximately 9 000 who could be accommodated, on 
the present land-use pattern, in  the Purchase Lands, the African Rural area 
could carry 283 000 land-holders, which equates to a to ta l population of about 
1 531 000.
However, Riddell based his ca lcu lation  on the "standard holding" o f the Land 
Husbandry Act. The standard holding was a curious concept and was considerably 
smaller than an economic u n it (Makings(7) ) . By d e fin it io n , an economic u n it 
provides returns to cap ita l and labour which are competitive with those 
available from a lte rna tive  investment or employment. The standard holding 
consisted o f an arable a lloca tion  o f 6 - 8 acres which was intended to provide 
subsistence and possibly a small income; and ( i f  s u ff ic ie n t land was availab le) 
grazing righ ts  s u ff ic ie n t to provide manure fo r  the arable. Bulman'°' quoting 
from an a r t ic le  in  NAPA (1958) and unnamed co n tribu to r(9) (probably Makings) to 
Anderson, both lin k  the size o f the standard holdings to population pressure.
The standard holding was, in  fa c t,  an average o f the land availab le  to the 
known population and, in  many areas, was not a g r ic u ltu ra lly  v iab le  (there being 
too few grazing rig h ts  to maintain arable f e r t i l i t y ) .
Further, the 1959/60 Sample Survey o f African Agricu lture  showed tha t an arable 
area o f between 14 and 16 acres was necessary to maximise the return on the 
normal peasant capita l investment in  implements and d ra ft animals.
The land ca pa b ility  c la s s ific a tio n  used in  th is  country has e ight classes.
Land Classes I to IV are su itab le  fo r  c u lt iv a tio n ; Class I being su itab le fo r
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continuous c u lt iv a tio n , Classes I I  and I I I  fo r  in te rm itte n t c u lt iv a tio n , and 
Class IV fo r  occasional c u lt iv a tio n . Class V is  wet land, some o f which can 
be cu ltiva te d ; Classes VI and V II are only su itab le  fo r  grazing, and Class 
V III is  waste. The annual cropping area (or Land Class I equivalent) is  th a t 
area o f a u n it o f land which can be cropped each year and on which so il 
f e r t i l i t y  can be maintained using an appropriate farming system. I f  the 
area under annual crops in  a given u n it o f land exceeds the annual cropping 
area (which is  exactly what happens when there is overpopulation and under­
employment) so il f e r t i l i t y  w il l  decline. The u n it o f land is  non-viable.
Vincent and Thom as^) showed tha t the farming in te n s ity , or the degree to 
which the so il f e r t i l i t y  programme can be in te n s if ie d , is  governed by climate 
and s o il.  They divided Zimbabwe in to  s ix  natural regions in  which farming 
systems o f d if fe re n t in te n s ity  are appropriate. In the most favourable agro- 
ecological conditions (Natural Region I)  an a g r ic u ltu ra lly  viab le u n it w i l l  
usually be capable o f providing employment fo r  more than one household (asso­
ciated as employer and employed, partners, re la tiv e s , shareholders, or as 
members o f a c o lle c tiv e ) . In the extensive farming regions (IV and V) an 
a g r ic u ltu ra lly  v iab le  u n it usually smaller than an economic u n it.
In the Appendix, the formulae used to ca lcu late the potentia l number o f 
a g r ic u ltu ra lly  viable units w ith in  an area o f land are set out together with 
the broad assumptions regarding the land ca pa b ility  and farming systems which 
have been used to a rrive  a t an estimate o f a potentia l 155 400 viab le  units in  
the tr ib a l area. In Table I I I  the employment opportunities which these units 
could provide are estimated, and the to ta l population carrying capacity o f the 
African Rural area calculated by applying the overa ll dependency ra tio .
TaylorO 1) quotes figures fo r  income and accommodation costs in  Salisbury which 
imply a modal income, less accommodation costs, of about $500 per annum fo r  
married persons seeking accommodation. Figures quoted by C ubitt and R idde ll(12) 
and the Central S ta tis tic a l O ffice in  1976 ind icate  tha t the modal urban income 
(less accommodation costs) was less than $400 per annum. The inference is  
that a rura l employment opportunity should produce an income o f about $450 in  
order to meet the requirement o f being competitive with a lte rna tive  employment.
Using current farming practices, a net return of about $60 per cu ltiva ted  
hectare can be expected in cropping regions (derived from Stubbs).
This equates to $480 per annum per viable u n it. But, w ith in te n s if ic a tio n  
and d iv e rs if ic a tio n , the return could be increased by about s ix times in  
Natural Region I ,  four times in  Natural Region I I ,  and two times in Natural 
Region I I I  (see fo r  example, Rodel and Hopley('’ ) ) .  In Table I I I  the number 
of employment opportunities in  each region has been calculated by applying 
these facto rs .
In Natural Regions IV and V, a viab le u n it o f land has an animal carrying 
capacity o f only about twelve animal units which (assuming subsistence would 
be secured by c u lt iv a tio n ) would provide only a net return of about $250 per 
annum. An economic u n it in  these regions, providing an employment opportunity 
fo r one household, is  about twice the size o f a viab le  u n it.
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Turning to the ir r ig a t io n  p o te n tia l, Stubbs estimates the to ta l potentia l fo r  
ir r ig a t io n  in  the t r ib a l area a t about 77 500 hectares. This would be capable 
o f providing about 129 000 employment opportunities.
TABLE I I I  : Estimate o f the Population Capacity o f the A gricu ltu ra l
Industry in  the Tribal Area
Employment
Natural Si ze* Viable Potentia l No, Opportunities Population
Region (m.ha) Unit (ha) o f viab le units Factor ( i .e  House- Capacity (000's
holds (000 s)
(I 0,13 85 1,5 6,0 9,0 46,4
( I I 1,25 85 14,8 4,0 59,2 305,4
T r ib a l( I I I 2,82 85 33,1 2,0 66,2 341,5
Area (IV 7,31 114 64,1 0,5 32,0 165,1
(V 4,77 114 41,9 0,5 20,9 107,8
Sub-Total 16,28 155,4 187,3 966,2
Irr ig a t io n  : 129,0 665,5
Purchase Lands: 9,0 46,4
TOTAL : 325,3 1 678,1
♦Source: Stubbs . Region X (unusable) omitted.
While Table I I I  represents a very crude estimate of the population capacity o f 
the African Rural area i t  summarises a s itua tion  in  which -
(a) a ll  land units would be a g r ic u ltu ra lly  and 
economically v iab le ;
(b) allowance had been made fo r  increased a g ricu ltu ra l 
employment by land-holders fo llow ing consolidation 
o f sub-economic and non-viable u n its ; and
(c) there would be no under-employment o f the land­
holders themselves. O 4)
Such a s itu a tio n  could be regarded as the take -o ff po int fo r  the ag ricu ltu ra l 
industry in  the African Rural area.
The Size o f the Population R edistribution Problem
With an estimated population carrying capacity o f approximately 1,7m, and an 
actual population o f approximately 3,9 m, the African Rural area, a fte r  allowing 
fo r  the self-employed and those employed in  commerce and adm in istration, was 
overpopulated by about 2,0m in 1977. S im ilar ca lcu lations fo r  the Commercial 
Farming area y ie ld  an underpopulation o f about 1,0m, implying tha t the Urban 
area must absorb the remaining 1,0m plus the natural increase fo r  the country 
as a whole.
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The Integrated Plan and the "Proposals fo r  a Five-year Programne o f Develop­
ment in  the Public Sector" accept the re d is tr ib u tio n  o f population as an 
objective but envisage the movement o f only 693 000 peopleO^) from the 
African Rural area to the Urban area w ith in  the five -yea r period. The 
natural increase o f the population w i l l  be o f the order o f 1,27m during the 
period.
The present, un-planned, m igration o f refugees in to  the towns may or may not 
prove to be s ig n ific a n t and permanent, but i t  would appear to be necessary to 
improve the a b i l i t y  o f the Urban area to absorb migrants. What seems to  be 
clear is  tha t land re d is tr ib u tio n  cannot, by i t s e l f ,  solve the basic problem.
APPENDIX : VIABLE AGRICULTURAL UNITS : THE POTENTIAL IN THE TRIBAL AREA
The formulae used to determine the annual cropping area fo r  d if fe re n t farming
systems are
Systems Dependent on Fallow or Ley to Restore Soil F e r t i l i t y
A.C.A. = Area o f Land Class x uf  loo
where " f "  is  a f e r t i l i t y  maintenance fa c to r appropriate to 
the land class and the farming system, and "u" the percentage 
of land availab le fo r  c u lt iv a tio n  a fte r  mechanical so il 
conservation works have been constructed.
Systems Dependent on Animal Manure to Restore Soil F e r t i l i t y
A.C.A. = AU x m
where "AU" is  the carrying capacity o f the grazing in  animal 
u n its , and "m" is  a f e r t i l i t y  fa c to r allowing fo r  lower 
applications of manure when a r t i f i c ia l  f e r t i l i s e r  is  used.
By taking some broad assumptions, i t  is  possible to make an estimate o f the 
potential number o f viab le land units in  the t r ib a l area -
(1) (a) That in  Natural Regions I - I I I  a modified Alvord
farming system, based on the use o f manure and 
fe r t i l i s e r  is  the most l ik e ly  system to be used 
by peasant farmers; and
(b) tha t in  Natural Region IV and V a s h ift in g  
c u lt iv a tio n  system ( fo r  subsistence) is  the 
most intensive cropping system which is 
eco log ica lly  v iab le .
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(2) That the land ca pa b ility  o f the tr ib a l area is :
% Land Class
70 I - IV (po ten tia l arable)
25 V - VII
5 V III  (waste)
(3) That the percentage availab le  fo r  c u lt iv a tio n  a fte r  the 
construction o f so il conservation works (u) is  75.
(4) That m = 1,1.
(5) That f  = 7,5 fo r  a s h ift in g  c u lt iv a tio n  system.
(6) That the carrying capacity o f the grazing in  Natural 
Regions I -  I I I  is  one animal u n it to four hectares.
(7) That the appropriate annual cropping area (to  u t i l is e  
the normal investment in  implements) is  e ight hectares.
To ca lcu late the size o f a viab le u n it in  Natural Regions I to I I I  -
A.C.A. = AU x m
T M
i .e .  AU = A.C.A. x 2,46 = 8  x 2,46 = 17,45m 1,1
and a v iab le  u n it = ((A.C.A. x 100) + (4 x 17,45)) 100TT ""97
= (( 8 x 100) + (4 x 17,45)) 100 = 85 hectares.
"77 “97
To calculate the size o f a viab le  u n it in  Natural Regions IV and V -
A.C.A. = Land Class I - IV x u--------7------  TOT
o r, as Land Class I -  IV has been assumed to be 70% of the to ta l 
land -
A.C.A. = 70 x Viable Unit x 1 x u
---- TOD----- 7 T07
and a v iab le  u n it = A.C.A. x f  x 100 x 100
u “77
= 8 x 7,5 x 100 x 100 = 114 hectares.
“77 "77
Within the tr ib a l area there are 4,2 m hectares in  Natural Regions I - I I I ,  
and 12,08m hectares in Natural Regions IV and V. The potentia l number o f 
viab le  un its  in  the t r ib a l area is  therefore approximately 155 400.
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14. Full employment is  dependent on the type o f a g ricu ltu ra l innovation 
introduced to achieve in te n s if ic a tio n  or d iv e rs if ic a tio n . In the 
context o f th is  study, a "useful innovation" would be one which 
increased production per man w ithout increasing h is a b i l i t y  to cu lt iva te  
larger areas. A change to a more "e f f ic ie n t"  form of d ra ft power would 
probably increase ru ra l overpopulation and under-employment.
15. Of th is  f ig u re , 50 000 people are expected to go to new urban centres. 
The e ffe c t o f the change in  housing p o lic y , (to  home ownership and s ite -  
and-service schemes) on the a b i l i t y  of the urban centres to absorb 
m igrants, is  not taken in to  account.
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